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Afghanistan

Incidence and Nature of Child Labor 

Statistics on the number of working children under age 15 in Afghanistan are unavailable.
30
  Child workers 

are reported to be numerous in rural areas, where they engage in herding, and gathering firewood.  
Children also work in the urban informal sector in activities such as shining shoes, begging, repairing cars, 
weaving carpets, rummaging for scrap metal, or in domestic service.

31
  Some reports estimate there are as 

many as 50,000 children working on the streets of Kabul.
32
  There are reports that children continue to join 

or are forcibly recruited into armed groups.
33
   

 
Afghanistan is a country of origin for children trafficked for the purposes of commercial sexual 
exploitation, forced marriage, forced begging, labor, domestic servitude, slavery, crime, and the 
harvesting of body organs.  Children are reportedly trafficked to Gulf countries, particularly Saudi Arabia 
and Oman, for street begging and child labor, and some children have been trafficked to neighboring 
countries such as Pakistan, Tajikistan, and Iran to work in factories and brothels.

34
  There have been 

increasing reports of children reported as missing or kidnapped throughout the country, which may 
indicate abduction by traffickers.

35
  It is also reported that impoverished Afghan families have pushed 

their children into coercive labor arrangements that constitute or become involuntary servitude, including 
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 This statistic is not available from the data sources that are used in this report.  Reliable data on the worst forms of child labor 
are especially difficult to collect given the often hidden or illegal nature of the worst forms, such as the use of children in the 
illegal drug trade, prostitution, pornography, and trafficking.  As a result, statistics and information on children’s work in general 
are reported in this section.  Such statistics and information may or may not include the worst forms of child labor.  For more 
information on the definition of working children and other indicators used in this report, please see the section in the front of the 
report titled “Data Sources and Definitions.” 
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 Some of these activities expose children to landmines.  See U.S. Department of State, Country Reports on Human Rights Practices- 
2004: Afghanistan, Washington, DC, February 28, 2005, Section 6d; available from 
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 Peter W. Singer, "Talk is Cheap:  Getting Serious About Preventing Child Soldiers," Cornell International Law Journal 37 3 (Winter 
2004), 561, 562, 571; available from http://www.brookings.edu/views/papers/singer/20041201.htm.  See also Peter W. Singer, 
Too Young to Kill,  Newhouse News Service, [online] January 9, 2005 [cited October 26, 2005]; available from 
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34
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http://www.irinnews.org/print.asp?ReportID=39657.  See also Gall, "Child Kidnappings." 



3 

forced marriage and commercial sexual exploitation.
36
  Years of conflict have left many families with child-

headed households.
37
 

 
The Constitution of Afghanistan provides for free and compulsory education for all citizens up to the 
secondary level.

38
  However, continued violence and instability in the country have hampered educational 

reconstruction efforts.
39

  Access to education for girls was limited in some areas.  In some regions, as of 
2003, the enrollment rate of girls was estimated at only 3 percent.

40
  In 2002, the gross primary enrollment 

rate was 92 percent.
41

  Gross enrollment ratios are based on the number of students formally registered in 
primary school and therefore do not necessarily reflect actual school attendance.  Primary school 
attendance statistics are not available for Afghanistan.

42
  Access to education problems are exacerbated by 

religious extremist attacks on schools, teachers, and students.
43

  Attacks on girls’ schools continued during 
2005.

44
  Some refugee children who have returned from neighboring countries, particularly Iran and 

Pakistan, are reported to have limited opportunity for education, often because their labor is needed to 
supplement the meager incomes of their families.

45
   

 

Child Labor Laws and Enforcement 

The 1987 Labor Code prohibits employment of children under 15, although children 14 years old may be 
employed as workers and children 13 years old may be hired as trainees with parental approval.  Children 
16 to 18 years old may only work 35 hours per week and children under 16 are only permitted to work for 
30 hours per week.  The Labor Code does not permit children to be engaged in underground work or in 
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Research and Advocacy Consortium, March 2004, 1; available from 
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/1/hi/education/4124482.stm, Swedish Committee for Afghanistan, SCA Condemns Recent Attacks on Girls' Schools, press release, 
Kabul, April 1, 2004; available from http://www.swedishcommittee.org/archive/articles/press/2004/girl_school_attacks/.  See 
also Greg Bearup, "Girls 'Poisoned by Militants for Going to School'," The Guardian (May 3, 2004); available from 
http://www.guardian.co.uk/print/0,3858,4915217-108920,00.html.   
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conditions that are physically arduous or harmful to the child’s health.
46
  The minimum age for military 

service in the Afghan National Army is 18 years.
47
  The Constitution prohibits forced labor, including that 

of children.
48

   
 
There is no evidence of effective enforcement of child labor laws in Afghanistan.

49
  According to the U.S. 

Department of State, the government lacks the capacity to enforce child labor laws.
50
  The Afghan Judicial 

Reform Commission within the Ministry of Justice has been charged with drafting and revising laws to 
prevent and prosecute trafficking crimes.

51
  Until new laws are enacted, trafficking crimes may be 

prosecuted under laws dealing with kidnapping, rape, forced labor, transportation of minors, child 
endangerment, and hostage-taking.  Prison sentences for such offenses are longer for cases involving 
minors and girls.

52
   

 

Current Government Policies and Programs to Eliminate the Worst Forms of Child 
Labor 

The Government of Afghanistan is working to address child soldiering and child trafficking, including the 
commercial sexual exploitation of children.  The Ministry of 
Labor and Social Affairs, together with UNICEF, participates 
in a Working Group on Commercial Sexual Exploitation of 
Children.

53
  In collaboration with UNICEF, the government 

developed a National Action Plan to Combat Child 
Trafficking that sets goals and timelines for reducing the 
number of children vulnerable to trafficking.  In addition, the 
government established a National Counter Trafficking 
Commission comprised of representatives of the Ministries 
of Labor and Social Affairs, Foreign Affairs, Justice, Interior, 
and Women’s Affairs as well as representatives of UNICEF 
and other international and national NGOs.

54
 

   
USDOL largest donor to a USD 5.27 million, 4-year project in which UNICEF works with the government 
to demobilize and reintegrate former child soldiers.  The project provides community-based rehabilitative,  
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 U.S. Embassy- Kabul, reporting, September 14, 2005. 
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 Presidential Decree No. 20, (May 25, 2003).  See also USDOL consultant, email communication to USDOL official, December 17, 
2005.  See also U.S. Department of State official, email communication to USDOL official, December 21, 2005. 
48

 Constitution of Afghanistan, Article 49. 
49

 U.S. Department of State, Country Reports- 2004: Afghanistan, Section 6d. 
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 U.S. Embassy- Kabul, reporting, September 14, 2005. 
51

 U.S. Embassy- Kabul, reporting, March 12, 2004. 
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 Ibid. 
53

 U.S. Embassy- Kabul, reporting, March 12, 2004. 
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 U.S. Embassy- Kabul, reporting, September 14, 2005. 

Selected Child Labor Measures Adopted by 
Governments 

Ratified Convention 138         

Ratified Convention 182         

ILO-IPEC Member                 

National Plan for Children  

National Child Labor Action Plan  

Sector Action Plan (Child Trafficking)  
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psychosocial, and non-formal education services to 8,000 child soldiers.  As of September 15, 2005, 5,345 
former child soldiers have been demobilized.

55
   

 
The Government of Afghanistan and the international community have undertaken significant steps to 
rebuild the country’s education system, particularly within the context of post-conflict reconstruction.

56
  

The World Bank is funding a USD 35 million Education Quality Improvement Program in Afghanistan, 
which aims to improve education through investment in personnel, physical facilities, capacity building, 
and the promotion of girls’ education.

57
  The government is also implementing a USD 15 million World 

Bank project that, among other activities, aims to promote learning and skills development among 
disadvantaged girls and former combatants.

58
   

 
UNICEF is working to increase access to education for 1 million Afghan children and to increase girls’ 
enrollment by 1 million by 2006

59
 through community-based schools, improved teacher training, and 

accelerated learning programs.
60

  The ASB, Islamic Development Bank, and other donors are funding the 
construction of new schools as well as the repair of existing schools.

61
  USAID is working with the Ministry 

of Education on a comprehensive program to enrich the quality of and access to basic education that 
includes an accelerated learning program for over-aged students, the provision of textbooks, and 
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innovative teacher training programs.  To date, 48.5 million books have been printed, 6,800 teachers have 
been trained, 170,000 new students have been enrolled, and 376 schools have been built or refurbished.

62
 

As part of the UN World Food Program’s initiative to spur school enrollment, over 1 million school 
children will receive food at school and to take home.

63
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